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PEOPLE WHO FEED THE WORLD: UNDERSTANDING THE U.S. FARMER POPULATION
Emily Lopata (she/her), and Dr. Iuliia Tetteh (she/her)*

Participation in Farm Decision Making

Undergraduate student in Agribusiness, Department of Agriculture, Illinois State University;
*Assistant Professor of Agribusiness, Department of Agriculture, Illinois State University.

Introduction

While it is known that farmers play the vital role of producing the food that we consume every day,
who exactly are the people feeding the world? Between 2002 and 2017, the number of farms has
experienced a 4.1% decline (Agriculture Census, 2017). This drop is significant as each farm feeds 166
people annually in the U.S. and globally (American Farm Bureau Federation). As the world population
increases, the declining US farmer population will face more pressures to feed the world. This study
will zoom in on the U.S. farmer population to uncover trends in the demographics and identify
indications of potential relationships between various aspects of farmer demographics and the type and
degree of their involvement in the farm business.

Male producers were most involved in day-to-day and land use/or crop decisions
while female producers were most involved in day-to-day decisions followed by
record keeping and financial management. Young producers were least involved in
estate and/or succession planning, which could be due to purchasing their own land
rather than acquiring it generationally. On average, about 72% of producers are
engaged in record keeping and financial management (Agriculture Census 2017).

Objectives

This research project has two objectives: (1) to study selected farmer characteristics to better
understand the demographics of this population, and (2) to explore how farmers' involvement in the
operation and management of their farm businesses vary by age, education, experience, race of the
primary operator, etc.

Methods

The secondary data (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Agriculture Census, 2017) was used to conduct
analysis for this study. Graphical representations made in Excel are used to identify and summarize
trends behind the data analyzed in the study.

Producer Demographics
Share of female producers in production agriculture
Change in Number of Farms and Share of
sector has increased from 11% to 36% between 2002
Female Producers: 2002 (left) and 2017 (right) and 2017. The largest share of producers (28%) fall
N= 2.16 million
under the category of 55-64 years old (Agriculture
N= 2.04 million
Census, 2017).
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Producers have shown that they are willing to adopt renewable technology when
there are incentives in place to support these changes. They are exploring a
variety of green technology, showing that they may be open to additional new
innovations.

Shares of Producers Based on Time Worked Off
Farm: 2002 (left) and 2017 (right)
N= 2.16 million

28%
Young producers under the age of 35 made up 9%
of the population in 2017. In addition to farming,
58% of producers had another off-farm job that
was their primary occupation. 74% reside on the
farm they are operating, and 72% have operated
their present farm business for at least 10
years (Agriculture Census, 2017).

Adoption of Renewable Energy Technology
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Conclusion
• The share of female producers has dramatically increased and can continue to
grow with empowerment initiatives and appropriate financial incentives.
• Educational programs could help increase participation in record keeping and
financial management.
• Agriculture producers are open to adopt various renewable energy
technologies. Further research should investigate the impact of age on the
adoption of such technologies.

